Data from a population-based repository in Manitoba showed that students who are male, young for grade, and in Grades 1, 2, 7, and 8 were the most likely to be retained. After controlling for key student factors including socioeconomic status, school changes, and key school characteristics including stability of the student body, retention was a strong predictor of high school withdrawal rates. The odds of student withdrawal were 3 times higher for students who have been retained once and almost 8 times higher for students who had been retained more than once. Not only do withdrawal rates suggest that retention is potentially harmful, but also Grade 3 standards test results taken in consecutive years by retained students indicate that only one in four retained students improve their score. These results generally replicate the research done in the United States.
W
hether to retain students in grade remains a contentious issue. Several meta-analyses, and recent research, indicate that retention in grade does not provide greater benefits to students with academic or adjustment difficulties than does promotion to the next grade (Holmes, 1989; Holmes & Matthews, 1984; Hong & Raudenbush, 2005; Jimerson, 2001; Roderick & Nagaoka, 2005) . Moreover, retained students are more likely to drop out of school than their nonretained peers (Jimerson, Anderson, & Whipple, 2002) , whereas retained students who graduate from high school are less likely to enroll in postsecondary education than graduates with similar socioeconomic status (SES) and achievement levels (Fine & Davis, 2003) .
Despite this evidence, retention in grade continues to be an education intervention widely used (Hauser, 2000; U.S. Department of Education, 1999) . Many teachers believe that retention is an acceptable school practice and an effective means of preventing students from facing failure in the next higher grade (Pouliot & Potvin, 2000; Rosado, 2002) . Furthermore, retention rates may be increasing in many U.S. states (Kindergarten Readiness Issues Group, 2003; Massachusetts Department of Education, 2004; Texas Education Agency, 2004; Yuan, Pernici, & Franklin, 2001 ). As of 1999, 19 states explicitly tied student promotion to performance on a state or district assessment (Zinth, 2005) . In Louisiana, the number of students retained in grade more than tripled in Grades 4 and 8 when the Louisiana Educational Assessment Program for the 21st Century (LEAP 21) test became a promotional standard for fourth and eighth graders (Yuan et al., 2001 ). Although it is likely that new assessment policies are leading to increased retention rates (Heubert, 2002; Roderick & Nagaoka, 2005; Yuan et al., 2001) , accurate reporting and description of retention rates is difficult to find in the United States and in Canada (Hauser, 2000) .
Factors other than standardized assessment policies are known to be linked to retention. Low income, male gender, a higher number of school moves, and low academic achievement have all been associated with higher retention rates (BeebeFrankenberger, Bocian, MacMillan, & Gresham, 2004; Byrd & Weitzman, 1994; Frey, 2005; McCoy & Reynolds, 1999) . Retention rates have also been reported to vary across school districts (Bali, Anagnostopoulos, & Roberts, 2005; Schwager, Mitchell, Mitchell, & Hecht, 1992) .
Most research on retention was conducted in the United States. No studies could be found that looked at the predictors of retention in Canada. Only three studies were found that were conducted in Canada and looked at the outcomes of retention (Cadieux, 2003; Janosz, LeBlanc, Boulerice, & Tremblay, 1997; Westbury, 1994) , and only one of these focused on the relationship between grade retention and high school withdrawal (Janosz et al., 1997) , and this study is somewhat dated and was hampered by a relatively small sample (791 students over a 2-year period). The current study examined the predictors of retention and the relationship between retention and withdrawal with a large recent sample of Winnipeg schoolchildren while examining a rich set of individual and school covariates. Because the data used were collected by the schools themselves and by using a provincial registry, there is accurate measurement of retention and withdrawal, and little loss to follow-up.
Although there are similarities between the United States and Canada, there are also reasons that the predictors and outcome for retention may be different in Canada. Although a complete comparison of the United States and Canadian education systems is beyond the scope of this article, one key difference warrants discussion. There has been less emphasis in Canada on standardized tests. Although tests are administered in every Canadian province and territory except for one (Prince Edward Island) graduation is contingent only on passing a test in Ontario, where students must pass the Grade 10 literacy test to graduate (Moll, 2004) . In earlier grades, tests are again administered in every province except for two (Prince Edward Island and Nunavut); however, in no province is promotion to the next grade tied to a state or district assessment. As mentioned above, 19 states in the United States explicitly tie student promotion to performance on a state or district assessment (Zinth, 2005) .
The current study examined grade retention in Manitoba, although retention is a policy decision that varies across Canada. Grade retention was examined in Manitoba over the period from 1997-1998 to 2002-2003 . Retention rates have been decreasing over this period, from an average of 1.81% in 1998 to 1.17% in 2002 (Brownell et al., 2004) . The following questions were addressed:
• What are the characteristics of retained students?
• Do students retained in Grade 3 improve their performance on a subsequent standards test?
• How does retention influence high school withdrawal?
Method Population and Data Sources
Research was undertaken using the Population Health Research Data Repository held at the Manitoba Centre for Health Policy. This database has been built over the past 25 years with the unique cooperation of the provincial Ministries of Health; Education, Citizenship and Youth; and Family Services and Housing. This repository contains linkable de-identified administrative data files including school enrollment records, standards test results, social service records, and demographics (age, sex, region of residence).
Three groups of students were studied to answer the current study's questions. The first question ("What are the characteristics of retained students?") studied all students enrolled in kindergarten to Grade 8 in 2001 Grade 8 in -2002 .
1 The second question ("How do students retained in Grade 3 perform on a standards test in 2 consecutive years?") looked at Grade 3 students retained from 1997-1998 to 1998-1999 (N = 267) . The last question ("How does retention influence high school withdrawal?") was answered by examining a cohort of students starting Grade 9 in 1997-1998 who remained in Manitoba over the next 4 to 6 years (N = 13,615). Students in band-operated schools (schools operated by First Nations communities, about 5% to 10% of elementary school enrollment) and students enrolled in nonfunded independent schools (about 1%) were not included in the analysis, as the repository does not include educational data on these students. The numbers for the populations above represent these exclusions.
Variables
Grade retention. In kindergarten to Grade 8, retention was defined as a student's enrollment in the same grade for two consecutive years. In Grade 9, students older than the modal age for grade were identified as being retained. High school withdrawal. Students were considered "withdrawn" if they were not enrolled for any 2 consecutive years at any time after entering Grade 10.
Age for grade. Students were classified according to whether they were at or younger or older that the modal age for each grade.
School changes. The number of school changes per year was determined by counting the number of schools the student had attended since 1997, divided by the number of years the student was enrolled in a Manitoba school.
Socioeconomic status (SES)
. SES was measured at the dissemination area level using an index of the following variables from the 2001 Canada Census: unemployment, adult high school completion, lone-parent households, and female labor force participation (Martens, Frohlich, Carriere, Kerksen, & Brownell, 2002) . Each dissemination area has a population of 400 to 700 persons (Statistics Canada, 2003) ). This area-level income measure provides a good approximation of individual-level household income (Mustard, Derksen, Berthelot, & Wolfson, 1999) . Income assistance status. If a student's family had received income assistance for at least 2 months between January 1995 and March 2002, the student was defined as having received income assistance.
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School type. The highest and lowest grades taught in the school determined whether school type was elementary (kindergarten to Grade 6), middle (Grades 5 to 9), or high school level (Grades 9 to 12), or some combination of those three categories.
School stability. Stability was defined as the percentage of students in the same school for two consecutive Septembers, excluding students who made an "expected" change (e.g., graduating Grade 6 in one school and starting Grade 7 in another school).
School-level SES. The relative affluence of students attending a given school each year was determined by computing the average of each enrollee's dissemination area SES.
Average Grade 9 mark. The average mark of all courses taken by the student in Grade 9 was computed, including failed courses.
Analysis
Hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) was used to predict the characteristics of students who were retained in grade from one year to the next, and how retention was related to future high school withdrawal. In HLM, the regression coefficients are allowed to vary across the higher levels-such as schools or neighborhoods. These models acknowledge that data are often hierarchical in structure, and that individuals are clustered within higher level units; for example, individuals within schools within school divisions (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) . This nested structure is important in retention because retention rates have been shown to vary by school and school district (Schwager et al., 1992) . HLM allows for examination of predictive variables while accounting for these differences in retention rates between schools and school divisions. Odds ratios were calculated for ease of understanding of the results by computing the exponent of the HLM estimates. The 95% confidence limits of the odds ratios were calculated using the standard errors of the estimates. Reference groups were chosen based on the modal category.
Results

Descriptive Characteristics
Compared with all students in kindergarten to Grade 8 in 2001 Grade 8 in -2002 , the students retained in grade from 2001-2002 to 2002-2003 were more likely to be male, be younger compared to other students in their grade, live in a low or mid-low SES area, have changed schools, have mothers who were younger at their first birth, and have received income assistance (Table 1) . They were also in smaller schools and schools a. For descriptive purposes socioeconomic status (SES) was divided into four groups: low SES was more than one SD (standard deviation) below the mean, mid-low was within one SD below the mean, middle was within one SD above the mean, and high was more than one SD above the mean.
with lower stability. The sample used to answer the second question, students retained in Grade 3 from 1997-1998 to 1998-1999 , was similar to this retained group. The third group of students in Grade 9 in 1997-1998 was similar to the sample of all students in kindergarten to Grade 8.
Predicting Who Gets Retained
To answer the first question, "What are the characteristics of retained students?" a hierarchical linear model was run, controlling for all variables simultaneously ( Table 2) . As in the above comparison of student populations, the following students were most likely to be retained: males; in Grades 1, 2, 7, and 8; younger compared to other students in grade; living in lower SES areas; having more school changes per year; with mothers who first gave birth at a younger age; and whose family had received income assistance. At the school level, smaller school size and lower school stability predicted higher retention rates. Schools with only elementary level grades had lower retention rates. Because the model controls for grade-level differences, this finding means even though the retention rate is higher overall for students in Grade 1, a student in Grade 1 would be less likely to be retained in an elementary school then an elementary/middle school.
Do Schools and School Divisions Vary in Their Retention Rates?
To observe if there was still a difference between schools and school divisions after controlling for the above variables, the variance remaining at each level of the model was examined. Significant variance remained between school divisions (χ 2 = 142.229, p < .001) and between schools (χ 2 = 1069.107, p < .001), although 63% of the variance at the school division level and 43% of the variance at the school level were explained by the variables in the model.
Does Retention Improve Short-Term Outcomes?
Consecutive Grade 3 standards tests were assessed to examine if the performance of students retained in Grade 3 improved the year after retention (Table 3 , full results in appendix). About one fourth of the retained students performed better on the test in the 2nd year than they had in the 1st, whereas the remaining three fourths either failed or performed worse on the test the 2nd year or were absent or exempt for the test in both years.
How Does Retention Affect the Probabilities of High School Withdrawal?
To answer the question of how retention influences high school withdrawal, modal age for grade was used as a proxy for retention. Of all students entering Grade 9 in 1997, 71% graduated within 6 years and 14% withdrew from school. The rest were still enrolled. Almost 13% of students in Grade 9 had been retained once prior to entering Grade 9, and more than 3% of students had been retained twice. Students who had been retained were less likely to graduate-only 32% had graduated within 6 years, and fully 45% had withdrawn. Factors besides retention possibly affected the probability of withdrawal-including all of the factors reviewed above. A second HLM model examined how strongly retention prior to Grade 9 contributed to a students' withdrawal within 6 years (Table 4) .
After controlling for other factors, including SES and average mark in Grade 9, retained students were significantly more likely to withdraw. Controlling for all of the other key factors, the odds of withdrawal of a student who had been retained once were 3 times the odds of withdrawal of a student who had not been retained. Similarly impressive, the odds of withdrawal of a student who had been retained more than once were almost 8 times the odds of withdrawal of a student who had not been retained.
Discussion
Students who were male, young for grade, and in Grades 1, 2, 7, and 8 were the most likely to be retained. Retention was a strong predictor of high school withdrawal rates, with the odds of student withdrawal 3 times higher for students who have been retained once and almost 8 times higher for students who had been retained more than once. Our results are particularly impressive because we are controlling for school performance, using marks the students received in Grade 9. Not only do withdrawal rates suggest that retention is potentially harmful, but also Grade 3 standards test results taken in consecutive years indicate that only one in four retained students improved their score after repeating Grade 3. 
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These results generally replicate the research done in the United States. The high withdrawal rates of retained students are consistent with the review conducted by Jimerson et al. (2002) and also replicate the study conducted in Canada with 1974 and 1985 data. The continuing strong relationship between retention and withdrawal suggest a need for carefully reviewing retention policies. The factors that predict retention point to possible areas for intervention and further research. The odds of a boy being retained were more than 1.5 times the odds of a girl being retained, similar to trends in previous research (McCoy & Reynolds, 1999) . This difference is possibly related to boys' behavioural issues. Boys are more likely to have behavioral problems and be diagnosed with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) (Brownell & Yogendran, 2001) , and students who display more problem behaviour are more likely to be retained (Jimerson, 1999) .
The current study also showed that schools and school divisions vary in their retention rates, shown by the remaining unexplained variance at the school and school division levels after including the various predictors such as SES. Retention rates are clearly influenced by policy decisions at the school and school division level, and data such as these provide the opportunity to review and reconsider these policies.
Alternatives to Retention
Despite our research findings and those of others, simply eliminating retention is not the answer to helping students acquire the skills needed to succeed in school. Social promotion may not necessarily benefit children if no other programs are in place to help them catch up. The high rates of retention in kindergarten and Grades 1 and 2 suggest that student progress needs to be tracked early on and remediation provided to lagging students. Manitoba recently started the Early Literacy Intervention Initiative, including support for Reading Recovery, to provide early literacy intervention programming for the lowest achieving Grade 1 students (Manitoba Education, Citizenship and Youth, 1998) . Programs such as Reading Recovery have been shown to improve children's reading skills, lower retention rates, and lower special education placements (Shanahan & Barr, 1995) .
The retention data also identified the timing of adjustment problems. The high number of students retained in kindergarten through Grade 2 suggests the importance of early childhood education programs that help prepare children for school. Indeed, children who attended high-quality preschool interventions have lower rates of grade retention as they progress through school (Ramey & Ramey, 2004; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000) . The higher rates of retention in Grades 7 and 8 also suggest more attention be paid to the transition period between elementary school and middle or high school.
If most research has found retention to have a negative effect, why do so many kids continue to be retained in grade? Proponents suggest that some students need
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Retained 1997-1998 to 1998-1999 more time to learn the same material, and that retaining students making slow progress might facilitate instruction by making classrooms more homogenous academically. They suggest that retaining students helps prevent failure in the next higher grade. Indeed, the Grade 3 exam results indicate the possibility that retention is beneficial for some students. About one fourth of students retained in Grade 3 performed better on the same standards test during their 2nd year of Grade 3. As well, one third of students who started Grade 9 older than the modal age for grade graduated within 6 years. Previous research has shown that some students do benefit from retention, particularly in the short term (Ferguson, Jimerson, & Dalton, 2001; Westbury, 1994) . Ferguson et al. (2001) evaluated variables contributing to the success of students retained in kindergarten to Grade 2 who were still in school in Grade 11. Higher SES, maternal education, and parental value of education, as well as more developed social skills and younger age, were found to positively affect the achievement outcomes of retained students. However, in all of these studies the percentage that benefit from retention is much smaller than the percentage that do not benefit or who appear to be harmed by retention. The general public, outside of education researchers, seems unaware of the potential long-term negative consequences of grade retention. In a 1990 U.S. poll (Elam, 1990) , respondents were asked which children are more likely to drop out of schoolchildren who fail achievement tests and have to repeat a grade or children who fail achievement tests and are promoted anyway. Fully 54% of respondents viewed the socially promoted as more likely to drop out whereas 32% viewed the retained students as more likely to drop out. In reality, as the current study and other studies have shown, retained students are much more likely to not graduate from high school.
Strengths and Limitations
One limitation of the current study is the lack of data on why a student was retained, or what happened to the student during the retained year. The reasons why the student was retained or changes made in the student's instruction during the repeated year could have influenced that student's standards test result or whether that student withdrew or graduated.
The main strength of the current study is the breadth of the data. Almost the entire student population of Manitoba was included in the current study. The administrative nature of the retention measure ensured that it was reliable, compared to surveybased measures that could be biased because of the negative connotation of retention. In addition, all schools and school districts are included in the database. Whereas children who move may be hard to follow longitudinally in other studies, loss to follow-up was very low in the current study. Contributing to this low loss to follow-up was Manitoba's low mobility, with 85% of children born in Manitoba still living in the province 18 years later (Brownell et al., 2004) . All of the above factors contributed to the large sample size of the current study.
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Conclusion
The current study offers further evidence of the strong association between retention in grade and high school withdrawal-even when controlling for performance at time of high school entrance. Retention does not solve the problems of children struggling in school, it exacerbates these problems. Students who are not succeeding need extra support, and simply having them repeat the same grade does not provide the support they need. The long-term consequences of not supporting these struggling kids are serious-given the strong relationship between high school performance, postsecondary school enrollment, and critical subsequent outcomes such as earning potential (Eide & Showalter, 2001; Fine & Davis, 2003; Mishel, Bernstein, & Schmitt, 1999) . We must insulate Canadian children from the increasing retention rates seen in the United States and continue to not tie promotion to standards tests. Supporting struggling children will benefit not only children but also society at large and is necessary to produce a productive and healthy Canadian population. 2. The accuracy of modal age for grade as a proxy for retention was examined. The percentage accurately identified as retained increased with each grade. In Grade 9, more than 80% of students who were old for grade were accurately identified as retained.
3. Analyses were also conducted using the mean household income for each dissemination area, with similar results.
